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On Things Seen and Unseen: Enlarging the Vision in Sociology of Religion 
Nancy T. Ammerman 
Our earliest sociological forebears gave us big ideas to think with and often turned their 
foundational questions to the analysis of religion. Durkheim (1964) asked how the energy of a 
gathered community became condensed into symbols that endure and bind that community 
together.  Weber (1958) showed us how cultural virtuosi (and the communities that form around 
them) create meaningful ways of life that can transform the world.  Marx (1964) told us to ask 
how powerful people mystify others into believing their power is justified. DuBois (1989) 
pointed to the myriad empirical ways the color line fundamentally shapes the social world.  
Religion was at the heart of their inquiry and therefore foundational to what we do, but the way 
we ask questions about religion and society has changed in important ways over the last century.  
After a brief look at how those original foundations were transformed into a “modern” scholarly 
discipline, this essay will turn to more recent transformations as they point us toward the future. I 
will argue that seeing the previously unseen has introduced critical new questions into our work. 
A Modern Sociology of Religion 
By the middle of the twentieth century the modernizing trends originally charted by the pioneers 
had shaped the discipline itself.  The study of society was ever more specialized, even as grand 
theorists attempted to explain it all (Parsons, 1951).  In their schemes, worldviews and moral 
orders might hold a society together, but the religious underpinnings were unseen (Parsons, 
1964).1  The inevitable march of modernization no longer needed such parochial specificity, they 
thought, and the study of religion could be relegated to a small subfield.  Those who worked in 
that field were largely preoccupied with showing how religious beliefs have quantifiable effects 
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on political and economic beliefs and outcomes. Scholars made do with the resources they could 
find: small case studies and small-scale surveys, along with the few religion questions that made 
their way into national surveys. In spite of the fact that the vast majority of the world’s 
population maintained religiously-infused ways of life, those realities were unseen in the 
sociological theories of the day.  
As a more robust Sociology of Religion struggled to emerge in the 1960s and 70s, a strong 
institutional bias often shaped what we did.2  The data we had at hand, and the tools we 
possessed were often shaped by the institutional players and culturally-dominant groups.  We 
asked about belief in God and religious service attendance because those were the questions we 
could get large-scale answers to.  We counted churches and clergy and charted their rise and fall.     
On the European continent and in Great Britain what was seen most vividly was religious 
decline.  Social historian Alan Gilbert, writing in 1980 reflected the wisdom of the day in his 
book called The Making of Post-Christian Britain (Gilbert, 1980).  He began by describing the 
book as about “the relationship in modern Britain between the decline of religion and the 
emergence of a complex urban-industrial society” (p 15).  And he ended by noting that the two 
polarized alternatives for religious communities were accommodation and “the lonely sectarian 
road of resistance” (p. 133).  He could almost, of course, have been quoting Peter Berger (1969) 
on those points. This was a view that was accepted in theological circles at least as widely as in 
sociological ones.  A modern Sociology of Religion would be a limited enterprise, at best. 
And yet, the churches remained a formidable presence in law and society, and to this day, a 
majority (if a small one) identifies as Christian on national censuses.  These seemingly-
contradictory indicators have spurred a great deal of the subsequent disciplinary conversation.  Is 
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this believing without belonging (Davie, 1994)?  Or believing IN belonging (Day, 2013)?  Is 
there a spiritual milieu outside the organized churches (Heelas and Woodhead, 2004)? Or is this 
just straight-up secularization of the sort Peter Berger predicted and Steve Bruce (2011) still 
likes?  
Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, conservative American Christians were beginning 
to mobilize to defend their family values.  Consciously imitating the political effectiveness of 
African American churches, they emerged as visible reminders that religion is a social institution 
still to be reckoned with.  The “resurgence” of American conservative religion came, of course, 
in the context of a variety of other religious resurgences around the globe (Casanova, 1994), 
mostly conservative, but also progressive.  From the Iranian revolution to liberation theology and 
Latin American base communities, suddenly secular Europe seemed the outlier (Davie, 2002).   
In those early days of attention to fundamentalisms, however, many of us still saw them through 
the lens supplied by secularization theories.  The American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
invested USD$5 million from the MacArthur Foundation into explaining how such a thing could 
be3 – a task about which Peter Berger quipped that if the Academy wanted to explain an anomaly 
in the modern world, they should hold up a mirror.  But for most sociologists of religion, both 
fundamentalisms and the new religious movements that also grabbed attention were counter-
evidence -- understood as “counter” to modernization, but not yet evidence for asking different 
kinds of questions.  Conservative and alternative religious groups might effectively organize to 
resist, but they were the anomaly to be explained.  They gave us lots of interesting groups to 
study and kept us in business, but they had not yet prompted us to shift our way of seeing. 
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New ways of seeing resulted, in part, from the fact that religion resolutely refused to die as 
predicted, but the questions did not change until there were new populations in view. The 
presence of women and people of color, along with attention to the world beyond the North 
Atlantic, began to introduce new questions about gathered religious communities and spiritually 
meaningful ways of life, questions not easily answered within the old modernization and 
secularization frameworks.  The presence of previously marginalized groups called for a more 
expansive definition of social action that includes bodies and emotions, alongside ideas and 
texts; and coming from a range of political contexts around the world, they have also invigorated 
new thinking about the ways religions and states are mutually constituted.  It is to these 
dimensions of present and future that I turn in the remainder of this essay. 
Gender, Sexuality, Bodies & Emotions – New Ways of Seeing Religious Social Action 
In the beginning, there were “changing sex roles.” Women in the industrialized world were 
entering the labor force, and birth control allowed both sexual and economic freedom.  Would 
women still want to go to church?  Would the churches change?  Those were among the first 
questions sociologists of religion began asking as the gender revolution was dawning.  As the 
first women were being ordained in noticeable numbers, and the face of family and work life was 
being transformed, increasing attention to gender became a persistent theme.  Scholars turned 
their attention to feminist and womanist interpretations of old traditions, woman-centered 
traditions (new and old), and especially to the seeming puzzle of women’s participation in 
conservative and patriarchal religious institutions.4 
But more fundamental to the field than just the inclusion of women has been the decentering of 
old paradigms for understanding what religion is, re-centering on what has come to be called 
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“lived religion” (Ammerman, 2016).   Feminist perspectives were especially critical in eroding 
the assumption that religion is primarily about cognitive worldviews and official religious 
teachings. Spaces, things, bodies, and emotions are religious, as well.  As religious historian 
Colleen McDannell (1995) argues, the impulse to create images and objects is irrepressible, and 
we should not assume that men’s words are a more reliable measure of religiosity than the 
images and artifacts of "women, children, and other illiterates" (9). The material world is socially 
constructed and religiously meaningful. Similarly, Meredith McGuire (2008) pointed 
sociologists to the everyday practices of lived religion, that is, the embodied, emotional, and 
aesthetic nature of social and religious action (see also Mellor, 2007).  As McGuire (2016) notes, 
it is often attention to the embodied nature of religious practices among marginalized groups that 
heightens awareness of the embodied nature of the dominant traditions themselves.  The result is 
an increasingly sophisticated understanding of the place of religion in the human cultural world. 
Human beings make things.  Sometimes those constructions are ideas, but the physical objects 
and spaces we make are no less interesting as sites of religious action and meaning. 
This decentering of ideology and doctrine was critical.  Seeing women and people of color made 
visible the many places where religion had gone unseen so long as attention was confined to 
official dogma and the four walls of official institutions.  It is hard to over-state the impact of 
that shift.  If we are looking at the experiences and practices of non-official people, we simply 
discover that there are many more questions to ask about religion and society than how many 
people tell census takers that they are Christian or believe in God or went to church last Sunday.  
As Woodhead (2008) has pointed out, including women in the picture complicates the 
secularization story (see also Ammerman, 1994).   But de-centering ideology and institution has 
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also meant that research on nearly every aspect of the social world has to include attention to the 
presence of religion. 
Attention to the body has often come alongside a more systematic attention to emotion.  The 
growth of a sociology of emotion has been accompanied by attention to religious emotions, as 
well.  Riis and Woodhead (2010) note that we can think about religions as having emotional 
“programmes” of expected performance (see also Klassen, 2009, Nelson, 1996). Symbols and 
practices evoke and structure the individual and collective emotional expression of religion, and 
among the most potent evocation of emotion and solidarity is music, especially the act of singing 
together (Warner, 2008, McElmurry, 2009). 
Bodies and emotions also draw attention to the broad range of questions surrounding sexuality – 
not just whether religious couples are using birth control (Greeley, 1976), but the panoply of 
experiences in which religion and sexuality intersect.  New histories of Queer religiosity have 
documented both the role of religious power in limiting sexual freedom and the role of religious 
institutions in nurturing Queer religiosity (White, 2015, Petro, 2015, Wilcox, 2009).  Research 
has examined the role of sexual freedom in the rejection of religious institutions (Lefkowitz, 
2004), as well as the religious lives of sexual minorities (Leong, 2015, Neitz, 2000) – among 
other questions.   
Since bodies are not just about sex, paying attention to bodies has also meant a highly active new 
field of “religion and health.” Joining colleagues in psychology, anthropology, and public health, 
sociologists have begun to explore the ways in which religious belief, practice, and participation 
affect physical and psychological health, both at the individual and population levels.5  In my 
own recent research (Ammerman, 2013), I have explored the stories people tell about their 
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everyday lives, looking within those stories for places where health practices, illness events, and 
other bodily experiences were the focus and where both faith and medicine are at work in the 
management and experience of their bodies.  While medicine is seemingly a highly secularized 
realm, death and illness have always posed a mystery to human beings.  As Clifford Geertz 
(1973) theorized, it is one of the "limiting experiences" that often provoke a need for meaning.  
Indeed, the experiences surrounding death were among the most predictably spiritual of the 
experiences we heard about, even for otherwise less spiritually-inclined people.  Physical bodies, 
in all their complications, are sometimes "profane" objects of tests and luck, but more often a 
mix of sacred and profane, a reality that is hardly news in most of the communities of the world. 
To recognize that western medicine is freely intermingled with alternative strategies and beliefs 
– even in western contexts – is a step in the direction of a much more holistic understanding of 
the sociology of health and illness, as well as an expanded understanding of religion.   
When we see religion beyond the institutions, that is, we also see the rest of the social world 
more clearly.  When sociologists leave aside notions that religion is something otherworldly and 
separate from the everyday or that religious communities are sheltering enclaves with high walls, 
we understand both the world inside religious communities and the rest of the social world with 
more clarity.  The conversations inside religious communities are full of the stuff of everyday 
life, with mundane and sacred realities intermingling.  People are going to the doctor and praying 
for healing.  We do not live under a sacred canopy, nor is religion neatly compartmentalized.  
Understanding the relationship between religion and health is but one of many places where de-
centering the ideological and the totalizing presumptions of our earlier history as a discipline has 
led to new insight.  There are myriad spaces throughout the social world in which religious and 
spiritual assumptions need to be seen.  
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Ethnicity, Race, and Immigration – New Ways of Seeing the Color Line 
The basic de-centering of old ways of seeing has not just been a consequence of the presence of 
women, of course.  It is also a consequence of the increasing presence of other religious 
traditions and other peoples in previously more homogeneous places.  In 1975, in the U.S., there 
were barely enough non-Christians and non-Jews to count, and immigrants constituted less than 
5% of the population.  Today immigrants are 13% of the population, non-Christians are 6%, and 
the unaffiliated are 23%.6  The growth in immigrant populations in England and Wales has been 
quite similar over that period, as has been the growth of the non-Christian portion of the 
population (O'Brien and Potter-Collins, 2015).  As sociologists have attempted to comprehend 
the challenges posed by global population movement and greater internal diversity, the role of 
religion in those questions has been hard to avoid.  Not only has this diversity enlarged the 
conversation within the study of religion, it has enlarged the conversation about religion within 
academic and policy communities. 
That conversation is distinctly shaped by the religious and political histories of the places where 
it is happening. The U.S. tradition of disestablished, voluntary religious communities and the 
relative absence of state religious regulation means that questions about immigrants and their 
religions are often asked in terms of voluntary choices. In this system, religious congregations 
form “safe spaces” for ethnic minorities and facilitate what Warner (2000) calls “cultural 
reproduction.”  The other side of that voluntary sorting is that most religious communities 
remain ethnically homogeneous, making religion more often a mechanism of division than of 
integration.  There can be little doubt that race is at the very heart of defining American society.  
It is our “original sin.”  
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Making race visible also makes visible the multiple ways in which religion and race are mutually 
constituted and mutually critical in American politics.  In his eulogy in Charleston, South 
Carolina, for the murdered pastor Clementa Pinckney of “Mother Emmanuel” Church, President 
Barack Obama (2015) put it well. 
Clem was often asked why he chose to be a pastor and a public servant.  But the 
person who asked probably didn’t know the history of the AME church.  As our 
brothers and sisters in the AME church know, we don't make those distinctions. 
“Our calling,” Clem once said, “is not just within the walls of the congregation, 
but…the life and community in which our congregation resides.” 
In the recent history of our discipline, we have paid increasing attention both to the racial 
boundaries that structure our religious ecology and to the racially-identified institutions that 
occupy that landscape.   
What sociologists of race and religion are also beginning to untangle are the complicated 
intersections between religion and social class.  It is still true that 11:00 Sunday morning is 
among the most segregated hours of the week, but multi-cultural congregations are making 
inroads into that reality (Chaves and Anderson, 2014).  Less visible is the degree to which that 
same hour is divided along social class lines (Wuthnow, 2003, Schwadel, 2012).  Given that the 
people most likely to advocate for and participate in multiracial congregations are those who are 
most well-educated, social class and race are in a complicated relationship (Emerson and Woo, 
2006).  What we also know is that our racial categories are now far more complicated than just 
the “black/white” dichotomy that was dominant 40 years ago.  As second- and third-generation 
Asians and Latinos make their place in the U.S., and children are raised with multiple ethnic 
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identities, they too enter the complicated mix of race, class, and religion (Jeung, 2005, Mulder et 
al., 2017). 
That brings us back to immigration.  The presence of new populations is not just about race 
(although it is that), but also about religious difference. In societies where “Christian” was the 
unmarked religious corollary of citizenship, the visibility of Muslims has introduced yet another 
point where we must see differently.  While there are many similarities between U.S. and British 
experiences of Muslims as “other,” there are also differences.  People in both countries often use 
a broad brush to paint Muslims as “terrorists,” but the social class and ethnic origins of American 
Muslims often allow them to “pass” (Putnam and Campbell, 2010). Muslim households in the 
U.S. have roughly the same income distribution as Mainline Protestant households.  In Britain, 
on the other hand, Muslims are more likely than other religious and non-religious households to 
live in poverty (Ali, 2015).  That has perhaps contributed to a more apparent tendency on this 
side of the Atlantic for the religious category “Muslim” to be significantly racialized (Kibria, 
2011).  Whether it is skin color or forms of dress, visible signs mark Muslims in Europe and the 
U.S. as “other.”  Those marks then define both the macro structures of law and citizenship and 
the micro-structures of everyday interaction.  They define marriage markets, residential 
segregation, law enforcement, and economic opportunity (Karim, 2009).  These topics that have 
been the purview of scholars of race and ethnicity have increasingly been introduced into 
conversations about religion. The differences we see continue to reshape how we ask questions 
about religion.  
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The State, Religion, and Multiple Secularities  
As conversations across the Atlantic have expanded and a broader span of populations is in view, 
we have gained new tools and insights, both into the questions surrounding immigration and 
cultural diversity but also into the questions raised by different forms of state regulation.  The 
role of the state relative to religion is, in fact, one of the theoretical questions that has expanded 
enormously since 1975.  At that point, Americans were inclined to draw a stark contrast between 
our disestablishment system and what we thought of as European “establishment” monopolies.  
It had not yet dawned on most of us that there were almost as many variations on religious 
regulation as there were European states (Davie, 2000).  European scholars reminded American 
ones to disaggregate the notion of “establishment” into the many components of regulation and 
modes of welfare provision that exist across the continent, ironically dispelling any notion that 
the “secular” world is as free of religious presence as we once assumed (Backstrom and Davie, 
2010, Esping-Andersen, 1990).  Our colleagues whose focus is on the state cannot understand 
the politics of diversity or of welfare provision without taking religion into account.  And we 
cannot understand the religions we study without placing them in those political and social 
systems and their particular histories (Barbalet et al., 2013, Gorski and Altinordu, 2008).   
It is not just religious presence in presumably-secular Europe that has become more visible. It is 
also the political and cultural realities beyond Western Europe and North America.  In 1975, few 
were paying attention to the apparently atheist states behind “the iron curtain,” but following the 
revolutions of 1989 and beyond, religious transformations have emerged, as well (Froese, 2004).   
Nor were we asking questions about state power in the context of the post-colonial world that 
was beginning to come into its own in the 1960s and 70s.  One of the biggest remaining 
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challenges, is for the study of religion to follow the southward-trajectory of religion itself.  We 
are beginning to have conversations within the North Atlantic world about the Global South, but 
we have yet to fully engage with the Global South in their conversations about the nature of 
religion.  Not only are those conversations likely to put the final nail in the coffin of 
“modernization” as a universal secularizing force (Burchardt et al., 2013); they are also likely to 
force all of us to face the uncomfortable realities of the ways our states use power to keep the 
world safe for global capitalism. But attention to the Global South will also provide us a window 
on the very complicated ways in which the religions introduced by colonizing powers have been 
incorporated and reproduced in new indigenous religious practice (Cleary and Steigenga, 2005, 
Meyer, 2004, Treat, 1996).   
The dismantling of the Soviet Union, the emergence of the Arab world as a formidable geo-
political force, and the increasing openness of China, have all made visible questions about 
whether and how states can and cannot restrict the beliefs, practices, and organization of religion 
within their boundaries (on China see especially Yang, 2012).  We have learned to ask much 
more nuanced questions about exactly how that is done.  We have learned that “establishment” 
atheism is no more monolithic than establishment religion.  The powers of states are very real, 
but as political sociologists would argue, those powers are uneven and contested.   
Religion in Multiple Layers, Many Places 
This process of making new people and places visible, then, has resulted in and resulted from a 
blurring of boundaries between religion and all the other domains of social life.  Our theoretical 
pretensions are both more modest and much more expansive than they were 40 years ago.  We 
no longer aim to explain “religion in the modern world,” but simply to use our sociological 
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imaginations to look for the footprints of religious beliefs, practices, and institutions in the many 
domains of the social world.  Those beliefs, practices, and institutions often remain powerful in 
defining – and dividing – that social world.  Questions of identity and difference are among the 
most important questions confronting societies around the world, and very often the symbols and 
practices that define communities and draw boundaries of difference are symbols interwoven 
with religious history and contemporary religious practice.  Across the world, tribes and nations 
still seem to want divine power on their side.  Renewed study of comparative nationalism 
benefits from sociologists of religion who nuance the questions of how religious traditions are 
implicated in the nation-building project.   
It is not just nations that draw boundaries, of course. Gender, age, and sexual identities are 
constructed in contrast to what are often presumed to be their binary opposites, and we often hear 
debates about those boundaries within religious communities.  Just as religious ritual and symbol 
can define boundaries of belonging, these secular boundaries of belonging can also shape and 
reshape religious symbols and institutions.  Whether fighting over the potential leadership roles 
of women or over the inclusion of Queer members, the boundaries of belonging are often drawn 
in essentialist identity terms. And beyond religious institutions, religious identities are often 
assumed to be as totalizing as identities defined by race, gender or sexuality.   
Attention to lived religion often changes that perspective, however. Far more useful are 
understandings of race, gender and class that are shaped by intersectionality and notions about 
multiple identities (Ammerman, 2003). These multiple layers of identity have become lenses 
through which we see religion (Mee, 2016).  Although our surveys may still attempt to put 
people in a single “religion” box, our best work looks at religious narratives of the self alongside 
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narratives of race, gender, social class, sexuality, and more.  As Mary Jo Neitz has written, 
“Those clear-cut distinctions which we thought we knew between men and women or between 
religious and secular turn out, upon closer inspection, to be abstractions that often obscure how 
religion and gender actually work in the world. Religion is always gendered, as well as raced and 
classed” (Neitz, 2014, 521).  What it means to be religious or to belong to a religious community 
or to engage in traditional religious practices is today much less neatly defined than we might 
have imagined when our vision was limited to the institutions of Christendom in the West. 
Indeed, the very notion of community has become de-centered, dis-embedded from geography 
by transportation, mass media, and most of all by the internet and social media.  If sociology was 
birthed in an era when gemeinschaft communities were being transformed into gesellschaft ones, 
then today’s sociology is coming to terms with our “networked” society.  And if yesterday’s 
sociology of religion was preoccupied with the difference between a church and a sect, today’s 
sociology of religion is coming to terms with whole new modes of practice and belonging.  
People “belong” neither because they are embraced by a society-wide tradition nor because they 
have chosen to envelop themselves in an insular totalizing community.  Those patterns still exist, 
but so do much more complicated hybrids.   
Just as we look for religion throughout the social world, we also recognize the degree to which 
we cannot measure religiosity along a single continuum or expect theologically-bounded sets of 
beliefs, or expect the influence of religion to be an unchanging essence or present in one domain 
and not another.  Today, multiply-layered selves may include layers from many places and many 
traditions, held together in sporadic and sometimes tenuous conversations.  The conversations 
made possible on the internet both expand the possibilities for knowledge and make it harder to 
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know what to do with that knowledge. We have established a robust sub-disciplinary 
conversation that has begun to permeate many corners of the discipline as a whole, but our 
various social science guilds still rarely cross-fertilize.  Enlarging the inter-disciplinary 
conversation is one of the challenges remaining. 
 
In the forty years since the founding of the Sociology of Religion Study Group in the British 
Sociological Association much as changed.  Begun after the American Society for the Scientific 
Study of Religion, but before the Religion Section in our national Sociological Association, these 
Religion study groups have been shaped by a desire to see the study of religion fully integrated 
into the larger discipline and the perspectives of the discipline fully integrated into the study of 
religion.  Over these forty years, on both sides of the Atlantic, our conversations about religion in 
society have expanded to include new people, new traditions, and new perspectives.  The 
definition of what we are studying has broken out of its old institution-specific boundaries.  The 
scope of our attention has expanded into all the corners of everyday life, as well as into every 
institutional domain.  We have incorporated political, racial, gender, queer, and intersectional 
conceptual tools, and we have recognized the degree to which our communities and our selves 
are hybrid, both sacred and secular at the same time.   Much that was previously not seen is more 
visible today. 
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Endnotes 
1 In his survey of the first fifty years of the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, James 
Beckford (2000) marked the point in the 1980s when sociologists largely abandoned this 
Parsonsian effort to describe entire social systems.  Once freed from that task – and from the 
presumption that religion had been superseded in its social cohesion function – we were free to 
ask about the many ways in which religious practices, communities, and ideas are part of social 
life, large and small.   
2 Smilde and May (2015) argue that this bias remains in American research on religion. 
3 See the series of massive volumes from the Fundamentalism Project, beginning with 
Fundamentalisms Observed (Marty and Appleby, 1991). 
4 An excellent overview of these trends is provided by Neitz (2014).  See also the 2015 special 
issue of Gender & Society (Avishai et al., 2015). 
5 A helpful introduction to this field is provided by Idler (2014). 
6 On U.S. religious and ethnic demographics see the General Social Survey (NORC, 2010) and 
data from the Pew Research Center (Center, 2015). 
                                                 
